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HCOP AT UM PREPARES MINORITY STUDENTS
FOR CAREERS IN HEALTH PROFESSIONS
MISSOULA—
A select group of minority Students from high schools and colleges in Montana,
Wyoming and Idaho are boning up on academics this summer at The University of MontanaMissoula.
The students are taking part in the six-week Health Careers Opportunity Program,
offered June 14-July 25 by UM ’s School of Pharmacy and Allied Health Sciences. The
program provides academic enrichment courses in math, science, English and pharmacy as a
way to encourage minority students to pursue health-related careers.
Participants include Wally Gardipee, a recent graduate of Shelby High School, where
he earned the Presidential Academic Fitness Award and was a candidate for National Honor
Society. Gardipee is a descentant of the Pembina Chippewa of the Turtle Mountain
Reservation in North Dakota.
Also enrolled in the program are Aislinn Coombes and Marvin Devereaux, both
Blackfeet tribal members. Coombes, the eldest child of the late Bonnie Heavy Runner,
graduated from Missoula’s Sentinel High School in 1996 and will attend UM this fall.
Devereaux is a native of the Blackfeet Reservation and a 1977 graduate of the Chemewa
Boarding School in Salem, Ore. He attended UM in 1979 and returned in 1997 as a pre
pharmacy major.
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Another seven American Indian students from around Montana are in the program with
one African American and two Hispanics from out of state.
Working with the 13 students is an 80-member team that includes 22 teachers, 17
advisers, six teaching assistants, and six guest speakers discussing topics such as treating the
American Indian physical therapy patient and Hispanic views of wellness.
“I like to stress that this is an academic program, and we really focus on academic
issues,” program director Rene LoParco said. “But one of our responsibilities is to adequately
serve the students holistically. We try to make sure they are well-connected to all student
support services on campus. For example, we provide them with academic advising and
review their living situations and child-care needs. And we don’t ignore having fun.”
A highlight this summer was a field trip on horseback up the back side of Mount
Sentinel, where the students learned about medicinal plants that have sprung up in the Pattee
Canyon burn area, Lo Parco said. The students also visit job sites and spend time with
professional practitioners.
Although the UM program admits minority students from anywhere in the nation, it is
geared primarily for prospective American Indian pharmacists and physical therapists who will
practice in Montana. Currently, 6 to 7 percent of Montana’s population is Indian, but only 0.6
percent of the pharmacists and 0.4 percent of the physical therapists are Indian.
HCOP is in its fourth summer at UM. It is funded by a $421,000 grant from the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services.
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